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NEW MEXICO'S FABULOUS DORSEY
By F. STANLEY
was about 1878 that America realized that she was finI t ally
over the Civil War economically. Such vast strides_
in business and finance were made that men looked westward
to inaugurate an era of unparalleled opport'\lnity, to open up
vast ranch empires, and to fill the unoccupied spaces of the
West with meat markets for the East. Looking at the vast
holdings of these men, we find that nearly every ranch bears
the stamp of the personality of the man who gave it form
and movement. Stephen Wallace Dorsey was one of them.
As he was a man who made and un-made presidents, he was
not likely to miss the boat when opportunity pitched him
onto the bandwagon of the cattle barons.
Dorsey is the more to be admired because he came up the
hard way. Born of poor parents at Benson, Vermont, in
1842, he attended a public school at an early age. But not
for long. Not over ten, he had to divide his time between
school and work. Every penny was needed at home. Labor
and study were to be his lot until he was seventeen when he
exchanged- Benson, Vermont, for Oberlin, Ohio. Here, also,
if he had to educate himself, he had to acquire the financial
means in the fields with his hands. He was well on the way
of making a success of it when the Civil War broke out. He
enlisted as a private in _a battery of the First Ohio Light
Artillery. He was as industrious about war as he was about
a plow and studies so that a short time found him passing
through the grades of corporal, sergeant, lieutenant, captain,
177
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major, lieutenant-colonel. He was twenty-three at the close
of the war and h~ld the rank of colonel of his regiment.
Dorsey is overlooked by writers reporting the Battle of
Petersburg. There was savage fighting especially at the
Blandford Cemetery Crater. The Confederates were especially bitter because now for the first time the Federals had
sent in Colored troops against them. Over in another section of the field, Dorsey had erected a fort which he called
"Fort Hell." Wherever else Federal fortifications caved in,
Fort Hell managed to hold its own against concentrated
Confederate fire. 1
In Washington, ·D. C., in back of the National Cemetery
on Harewood Road near the present Bengalese Seminary,
one comes upon mounds and breastworks dug up in 1864 in
. an effort to defend the nation's capitalagainst the invasion
of General Jubal Anderson Early. The Confederate cannon
were almost in range of the Capitol. The guns that turned
the tide were commanded by Stephen W. Dorsey. Digging
around on Harewood Road you may still come across a gun
or sword dropped by Early's men in their retreat. Dorsey
was wounded in this battle and carried the lead in his body
to his grave. He little suspected that he was to fight many
. other battles of a different nature later on in life in this very
city. The war over, the colonel returned to Ohio where he
was elected president of the Sandusky Tool Company. The
company made such strides under his direction that the
Arkansas Central Railway took notice by promptly electing
him its president. In 1870, he left Ohio and made his home
in Arkansas. Prior to this he married Helen Wack who
proved to be as courageous as she was beautiful. All during
the Star Route Trial she was a companion and an inspiration. His success with the railroad soon attracted the attention of the Republicans of the state who nominated him for
the United States Senate. On March 4, 1873, he was sworn
into the Senate, one of the youngest senators thus honored in
its history.
In 1872, 1876, 1880, he was chairman of the Arkansas
1. Douglas Southall Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants, III, 528-548 (Charles Scribner's
Sons, New York, 1945).
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delegation to the Republican National Convention, and in
the latter year cast the vote of the state for Grant. After
the Chicago nomination, at the request of General Garfield,
and backed by the solicitations of the leaders of the Grant
and Blaine men, Dorsey accepted .the position of secretary
of the National Committee.
The disastrous results of the Maine election in August disheartened
·the Republicans, and made the Demo<;rats jubilant. Then Senator
Dorsey went to Indiana to try 'and redeem the cause-to snatch victory
from the jaws of defeat. How well he succeeded everyone knows. Garfield and Arthur both proclaimed that" to him, to his skill as a leader,
that to his masterful management was due the victory which elevated
them to power. Declined a place i~ the cabinet, Senator Dorsey was
about to return once more to his private business when his prosecution
-this persecution-(the Star Route Trial) of him began. In this pursuit every-fool money could buy, power frighten, or flattery cajole, was
used to besmirch him. The press was subsidized, the temple of justice
defiled, in an effort to drag down this man to whose talent, energy, and
skill the men who were doing this work were indebted for the power to
~~

.

Meantime syndicates were opening up the West to produce the age of the Cattle Barons. When Dorsey returned
to private life, he focused his attention on great industrial
projects. In a few years, like Midas, everything he touched
turned to gold. He would be his own syndicate. New Mexico,
that Land of Enchantment-that was the place to build up
a superior cattle range, to stock your ranch with the best
cattle in the country. 3 He did not buy a Spanish Grant as
some have contended, but section by section he bought so
as to own enough covering a grant. 4 His first purchase as
found in the Colfax County Deed Book dates October, 1878.
Because we are studying Dorsey and his part in New Mexico
history, and because we wish t~ make fictiori the enormous
sums he is supposed to have expended in the purchase of the
land, we quote in full the first deed: 5
2. Raton Comet, July 6,_ 1883. Also Encyclopedia Americana, vol. 5 (Scientific
American Publishing Company, New York, 1904-1906).
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.
5. Colfax County Deed Book B, pp. 159-162.
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Cruz Baca to Stephen Dorsey
Witnesseth: That the said party of the first part, for and in consideration of the sum of $300.00 to the said partY of the first part
in hand paid by the said party of the second part the receipt whereof
is here by confessed and acknowledged has granted, bargained, sold
and conveyed and by these presents does grant, bargain, sell, convey
and confirm unto the said party of the second part, his heirs and assigns, forever-all the following described lot or parcel of land situate,
lying and being in the County of Colfax and Territory of New Mexico.
The W. % of the N. E. 14 N. E. 14 N. W. 14 of Section 23 and
S. E. 14 of S. W. 14 of Section 14 in Township 25 North Range of 27
East containing 160 acres ac~ording to the government survey be
the same more or less. Together in all and singular the hereditaments
and appurtenances thereunto belonging or in anywise appurtaining
and the reversion and reversions, remainder and remainders, rents,
issues and profits thereof, and all the estate, right, title, interest, claim
and demand whatsoever of the said party of the first part, either in
law or equity of, in, and to, the above bargained premises with the
hereditaments and appurtenances.
To have and to hold the said premises above bargained and described, with the appurtenances unto the said party of the second part
his heirs and assigns forever. And the said Cruz Baca party of the
first part for himself and his heirs, executors, and administrators, does .
command, grant, bargain, and agree to and with the said party of the
second part, his heirs and assigns, that at the time of the ensealing
and delivery of these presents, he was well seized of the premises above
conveyed as of good, sure, perfect, absolute and indefeasible of inheritance, in law fee simple, and has good right full power, and lawful
authority to grant, bargain, sell and convey the same in manner and
form aforesaid and that the same are free and clear from all former
and other grants, bargains, sales, liens, taxes, assessments and incumbances of whatever kind and nature soever, and the above bargained premises in the quiet and peaceable possession of the said party
of the second part, his heirs and assigns, against all and every person
or persons lawfully claiming to the claim, the whole or any part thereof
the first party of the first part shall and will warrant and forever
defind.6
6. Ibid., pp. 163·203.
Thus was Stephen Dorsey launched on his New Mexico career. Most of the
property was bought in township 25. To clarify the townships wherein Dorsey purchased property: 23-Roy 24-Hartford 25--,--Wheatland 26-Chico 29-Capulin to
Hebron. It was at Chico that Dorsey built his famous mansion and Ingersoll had his
summer home.
Following is a list of all Dorsey's purchases as found in the Colfax County Deed
Book B: From Harry Spegleburger, 160 acres, $50.00; Sylvenus Fitch, t60 acres, $300.00;
Louis Wayman, 160 acres, $400.00; George Sandusky, 160 acres, $500.00; George Smart,
160 acres, $300.00; P. J. Towner, 160 acres, $325.00; Juan Sandoval, 160 acres, $300.00;
Emil Hartman, 160 acres, $350.00; Luis Arias, 160 acres, $400.00 ; Henry Richardson,
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While Dorsey's purchase from Cruz Baca is not recorded
until1878, there seems to be evidence that it was bought the
year 'before, for in 1877 the Home Ranch mansion was already being built at the place that was later to become the
town of Chico. Wrote a Washington correspondent in 1884:
I saw the plan the other day [he refers here to the native sandstone
addition, with its fantastic gargoyles added to the log portion of the
building. Completed it cost $50,000.00 and had twenty-two rooms]
and it is a spacious jumble of architecture, no two rooms alike in form
or fancy, and but one story except a tower on which there is an observatory. The house is of logs. with the bark taken off and oiled; the
interior is finished in mountain mahogany and. other hard woods and
no paint is used-all the woods being oiled. I think the cost will be
somewhere in the neighborhood of $15,000.00 and as log houses go, this
rambling mahogany oil-finished conceit will be no 'slouch' of a residence, almost fenced by the horizon.7

But there were other developments in Washington, D. C.
The Star Route scandal began with the newspapers. A contract had been let by the United States post office covering
rural deliveries, known as the Star Route. A suspicious newspaper reporter, either informed, or wise, did some investigating. Many of the towns reportedly on the route were only
on paper. Some one was getting rich at the expense of Uncle
Sam. By 1879, the newspapers of the nation were demanding
the heads of those involved. Dorsey's brother was in it very
deep, but the press pointed its finger at Stephen Dorsey because he was a national figure. The sentiment aroused by the
press caused the Postmaster General, in 1879, to apply to
Congress for a prospective deficiency of two million dollars.
Prospective in the sense that the deficiency had not actually
occurred but would if the expedited and increased routes
were kept up at the rate then being paid. This application
brought about an investigation and Dorsey among others
160 acres, $4.00.00; J. M. Chavez, 160 acres, $400.00; Norton Shays, 155 40/100 acres,
$300.00; George G. Sandusky, 160 acres, $400.00; Charles H. Howard, 160 acres,
$400.00; Davis C. Davis, 160 acres, $300.00; Henry W.' Bright, 160 acres, $300.00;
Juan Santistevan, 160 acres, $300.00; Henry Norton, 160 acres, $290.00; James E.
Bates, 160 acres, $300.00; James Leary, 160 acres, $300.00; John ·Railston, 173 49/100
acres, $375.00; Francis G. Gilliand, 160 acres, $1,000.00; Edward Fowler, 160 acres,
$300.00; Lathrop R. Bacon, 160 acres, $300.00.
7. New Mexico Review, April18, 1884.
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was summoned to stand trial. Fearing conviction, many of
Dorsey's powerful political fri.ends left him. The investigating committee found him innocent. But the New York Times
was not satisfied. It demanded a trial. This time the government did not appoint a committee, but hired the best lawyers
in the country to convict all involved in the frauds. Things
looked black for a while until Dorsey hired Col. Robert G.
Ingersoll to defend him:
Mr. Ingersoll, in his closing argument in the Star Route trial
two weeks ago today, took up one of the affidavits and endeavored
to show that it could not have resulted in any loss to the government.
He promised to show every erasure or change in the affidavits was
evidence of honesty instead of dishonesty. If the jury listened to superstition; if they allowed the smoke of prejudice to whisper in their ears,
they would think every man a rascal. . . . Ingersoll made a rapid summary of the evidence as it appeared to him and concluded as follows:
'Now gentlemen, the responsibility is with you. The fate of these men
is in your hands. In your keeping is everything they love. Everything
they hold dear is in your power. With this responsibility you have no
right to listen to the whimpers of suspicion . . . . It is for you to say
whether these defendants shall live with honor among their fellowcitizens; whether they shall live in free air, or be taken from their
wives, from their children, from their firesides, from all they hold most
dear . . . . I want a verdict that will relieve my clients of the agony of
two long years, that will lift from them the cloud; a verdict th~t will
fill coming nights with joy; a verdict that will fill their minds with a
sense of joy and gratitude forever to you, one and all.s

That was the verdict he got. Dorsey was a free man. In
gratitude for his liberation, Dorsey deeded over a parcel of
land to the great lawyer:
"In consideration for the sum of one dollar-the south
west quarter of section eight. The west one half of the northwest quarter: another northwest quarter of the southwest
quarter of section 17 in Township 26 . . . etc." 9
Ingersoll built a home as imposing and pretentious as
that of Dorsey's. In fact, of the two men the lawyer left a
more lasting mark in Ingersoll Canyon and Ingersoll Lake.
When Dorsey, who knew very little about cattle, first began
8.
9.

Raton Comet, June 8, 1883.
Colfax County Deed Book G, pp. 256-257.
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to buy them, the sellers would parade the steers before him
right on through Ingersoll Canyon, where they would change
the brand and re-sell the .same cattle to the Senator.
Ninety-six percent of the money paid to Star Route contractors
was appropriated by Barlow, Elkins,· Salisbury, Parker, and Kerens.
Dorsey, forced into the business to save himself as bondsman of his
brother, received only four percent. Barlow, Elkins and the rest were
given a board of arbitrators [who?] never arbitrated, and Barlow and
the rest repose in perfect blessedness in the bosom of Mr. Cameron
and hide. their blushes, when Dorsey's name is mentioned, among the
roses and ruffles and daffodils that bedeck the person of the unruffled Department of Justice. Why was Dorsey singled out? Why was
he not wise enough to withdraw from between Republican National
Committee and the· sunshine of Garfield's smiles? Why was he thoughtless enough to suffer Prince Arthur, even at Delmonico's groaning
table, to say that the Republican party in 1880 owed its triumph to
S. W. Dorsey?
·
How terrible Dorsey was punished for these· confessions of his
greatness and worth! Gibson and Woodward, the experts and detectives employed, did their work faithfully and well. They nosed among
the musty papers filed away in the Post Office Department.. But
they soon discovered that to overthrow Dorsey they must strike
Brady. . . .10

After the trial Dorsey bowed out of public life to· devote
his time to his New Mexico ranch and lay the foundation
for the towns of Chico and Dorsey. Clayton was named after
his son, Clayton Dorsey. He was perpetually having trouble
with his cowboys. Also he seemed to have lost the golden
touch. He never was able to attain the heights he reached as
head of the railroad in Arkansas. More and more he shied
away from crowds and people. Just the select few in New
Mexico, they were always welcomE;). He considered all the
people of Raton, Cimarron, Springer, Clayton, Folsom as his
friends and any and all were welcome to his twenty-two
room Home Ranch for the week-end. Dorsey's became the
center of social life, as well as a way of life for northern
New Mexico. The ambition of every young debutante was to
· touch the imported oak and mahogany of the interior, to
10.

Raton Comet, May 25, 1883.
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walk up the carved cherry staircase, to pick a flower
the greenhouse.

from

Anna Davis and I had planned for weeks to go to Senator Dorsey's
new home for the house warming. We knew there would be many distinguished guests, and a big dance. On the 14th of February we started
in two buggies; Charlie Fox and I in one and Anna Davis and My
Brother, Bud, in the other. As the morning was very cold, we both
took two blankets and several hot rocks to keep our feet warm. There
had been no recent snows and the roads were good so the morning
passed quickly. About noon we arrived at the Dwyer ranch which
is about twenty miles southeast of Raton on the Una de Gato river.
Dinner was ready for us, and while we were eating more rocks were
heated for us . . . . After dinner Charlie called his father in -Raton on
the telephone and let me talk to him. It was the first time I had ever
talked over the phone and I got quite a thrill . . . . We arrived .at the
Dorsey ranch about 4:30 in the afternoon.
Mrs. Dorsey met us and took Anne and me to a bedroom to rest
and get warm. Two other girls from Raton were in the room as there
were a great number of guests for the house warming. Gov. and Mrs.
Hadley of Arkansas and their daughter, Mrs. Danforth, and Colonel
Rogers and his son, Alf, were among the distinguished guests there.
At six o'clock we were called to supper by Mrs. Dorsey. She was
a very beautiful woman, with coal black hair and brown eyes. We were
taken into a large dining room which seated fifty people. In one end
of the room were two large china closets; on the walls were oil paint~
ings. The tables were of carved walnut with high backed chairs to
match. There were several large candilabrums on the tables as the gas
lights were out of order. I remember that we had chicken salad and
hot bread along with many other good things for supper. Two servants
waited the tables.
After supper we took candles and went to our rooms to dress for
the ball . . . . Charlie had installed the gas lights, which were a rarity
at that time, and had them working by the time the dance started.
The dance started about eight o'clock in the tremendous art gallery at the large end of the house. In the gallery _were large paintings
which Senator Dorsey had gathered on his travels all over the world.
During the evening Senator Dorsey showed us over the house. From ·
the parlor was a winding staircase and on the stairs, in a niche was
a bust of General Grant who was. an intimate friend of the senator.
In the library was a very beautiful fireplace copied from the one at
Versailles. The tongs, poker and shovel were hand wrought brass and
also copied from the same fire-place.
In the billiard room was a beautiful black billiard table and on
the walls were armor and trophies of many wars. . . . The music
consisted of an orchestra of four pieces. There was a beautiful spinet
and Mrs. Dorsey played ·it for several dances. We danced lancers,
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waltz, quardrilles, schottish, and polka. The floor was beautifully
inlaid in hard wood and quite a number of couples could dance at one
time . . . . As usual, in those days, we danced till dawn . . . . 11

Gradually, Dorsey declined. He didn't have the zip any
more. About 1893, his Home Ranch was lost in a foreclosure
suit to Sol Floershiem of Roy, a prominent merchant and
owner of the Jaritas Ranch. As the Montezuma Hotel had
been doing well as a sort of sanatorium, near Las Vegas, it
was decided to convert the Dorsey place into a sanatorium.
But the Home Ranch did not have hot springs nor a Santa
Fe Railroad to advertise it. It failed. Later on it was acquired by Mr. and Mrs. Lew C. Griggs, the present owners.
It is also the post office for Chico.
I met Steve Dorsey in Wall Street the other day and was surprised
to see how well he was looking. Dorsey came out of the celebrated
Star Route trials a bruised and broken man, physically, mentally
and financially. He was probably more hurt at the desertion of prominent men whom he had made, and whom he thought his friends than
from all his misfortunes.
Before the great Star Route scandal, with which his name was
coupled, Dorsey was a man who made and unmade presidents. In the
long and bitter trial, however, that followed the exposures, he found
himself not only deserted, but pushed to the verge of prison bars
by the very men he had chiefly been instrumental in lifting into high
official station. He found himself hounded clown by newspapers that
had tried and convicted him before he appeared before the legal tribunal that acquitted him.
Treated as a felon and denounced as an outlaw on every hand,
his naturally open-hearted, genial nature became soured. He drew into
his shell and from the rest of the world. Most of the time was spent in
the solitude of his far western (New Mexico) ranch, although he had
headquarters and a business connection in lower Broadway (New
York). His occasional appearance up-town was invariably the occasion
for the index finger of the idler and lounger, so he came up seldom.
His habits of life, very liberal always, became gradually worse.
He was a brainy man of reckless energy and proud courage, struggling
in vain against many terrible odds, and pretty soon was clown. He was
very much down, tooBut Dorsey had lots of pluck. He began at the bottom, by changing
his whole course of life. He disappeared for a while; now he returns to
New York looking like a man who had renewed both youth and hope.
11.

James Sinnock in Sagebrush and Cactw;; (Raton Historical Society, 1930).
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He is interested in Colorado irrigation with President Patterson, of
the Traveler's Insurance Company, and others, and it is reported that
he will soon be on his financial feet m~re solidly than he ever was,12
'

The Dorsey house is still standing; the Dorsey ranges
still feed whitefaces; and the Dorsey spirit continues to
. breathe over northern New Mexico. His people are proud of
what he did here. In the 80's he was northern New Mexico!
12.

New York Herald, March

12, 1893.

